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The need for a code of ethics to guide human conduct within the Great Lakes
region has received increasing attention over the past ten years. Impetus for the
development of an ethics code was implicitly given by the Science Advisory
Board when it recommended that the International Joint Commission adopt the
integrative framework of an "ecosystem approach" to address the myriad vexing
problem throughout the basin of the Great Lakes. In a special report to the
Commission, the Board described the basin as "an Ecosystem composed of the
interacting elements of water, air, land and living organisms, including man."1
This concept was incorporated subsequently into the Great Lakes Water Quality
Agreement of 1978 between Canada and the United States who pledged therein
"to restore and maintain the chemical, physical, and biological integrity of the
waters of the Great Lakes Basin Ecosystem." That humankind was perceived as
an intricate part of the biological life of the Ecosystem departed from a general
metaphysical conception of humans as apart from the natural environment.
Efforts were initiated thereafter to further define and apply an ecosystem
approach to the activities of the Commission, the Parties and decision—makers
throughout the region.
Among these endeavors was a three-year process the Commission sponsored
with the International Association for Great Lakes Research, the Great Lakes
Fishery Commission, and Great Lakes Tomorrow which culminated in a workshop
in 1983. Three general obstacles to attaining the desired ecosystem approach in
the basin were identified: the absence of a holistic perspective; the
predominance of egosystem thinking; and, the lack of a preventive approach to
problems in the Ecosystem. To hurdle these obstacles, the diverse participants in
the workshop recommended a strategy of "enlightened self—interest" by extending
the Golden Rule to the Ecosystem "Do unto the ecosystems you share with others
as you would have others do to the ecosystems they share with you."2
Thirty—three initiatives were suggested for following-up the workshop, including
a call for an environmental bill of rights for the Great Lakes region which was to
be incorporated in the Agreement and reflected in policy documents at various
governmental levels.3
The Mohawk Council of Akwesasne pursued the need for identifying basic
principles to guide human prospering in the Ecosystem at a meeting it hosted for
the Board in 1987. Calling attention to native peoples' "spiritual integration into
this earth," the chiefs of the Council urged the Commission to explore the
question of an environmental ethic and spirit with them.‘ In response, the Board
initiated plans through its Societal Committee to investigate the potential for
developing an ecosystem ethic in cooperation with native peoples.5
This report was requested by the Committee to provide an overview of the
groundwork which has already been established toward the development of an
ethic for the Great Lakes Basin Ecosystem and to identify how an ethics code
could aid the Commission in its endeavors to apply an ecosystem approach in
carrying out its responsibilities as delineated in the Agreement. In the first
section, the-relevance of ethics in the Commission's responding to Great Lakes






 governments, industries and foundations to identify ethical thinking appropriate
for application in an ecosystem. Finally, a process for developing a Great Lakes
code of ethics which pulls these efforts together is recommended for the
Commission's consideration.
A note of caution to the reader is required. The broad scope of this paper
and the plethora of materials discovered necessitated my selecting examples of
diverse efforts underway toward the development of an ethic for the Great Lakes
Basin Ecosystem. Considerany more resources than those cited are ripe for
tapping by the Commission if the topic is pursued.
THE RELEVANCE OF ETHICS FOR THE COMMISSION
The development and application of a code of ethics for functioning within
the Great Lakes Basin Ecosystem have significant practical relevance for the
International Joint Commission and for the United States and Canada as
signatories of the Water Quality Agreement of 1978. Faced with widespread
contamination of and additional projected threats to the integrity of the
Ecosystem, the Commission has recognized that cooperation is needed at all
levels of public and private endeavor to achieve the objectives of the
Agreement.‘. To bring about this requisite shared responsibility for a great
shared resource, the Commission has acknowledged a need to explore "the nature
of society's stewardship [of the Ecosystem] and creative means to encourage its
pursuit.” This need can be met by developing an ecosystem ethic which reflects
the values of the people basin—wide. Through dialogue generated during the
creation of a code of ethics, the individual interests of jurisdictions and the
various sectors of society may be transcended to identify how the common good
ought to be achieved. Once adopted, an ethics code should aid the Commission
and the Parties in many ways.
Generally, a code of ethics can provide acommon vocabulary and framework
of reasons for policy—making, cooperative action and conflict resolution from a
moral (what is right) perspective. Thus, consistent individual and collective
judgment on the compatibility of potential actions with established ideals of
human conduct are enabled, and commitments to these ideals and principles
cannot be overruled easily by momentary desires. Behavior can be universalized
and harmony can be achieved among the desires of individuals, communities and
bordering nations through an ethical code, allowing the good of the people to be
maximized. Finally, an ethical system of thinking can enable the pursuit of
morality with a scientific attitude through which methods of observation,
reflection and testing can be utilized to shape human actions.‘3 The desire for
and usefulness of ethics are exemplified by the many professions, organizations
and governmental bodies in both the United States and Canada which have
adopted codes of individual and corporate conduct reflecting high moral
principles.
An ethics code may be specifically helpful to the Commission as a rational
basis for developing and recommending policies consistent with the ecosystem
approach language adopted in the Agreement. Decision—making by Canada and
the United States which is beneficial to the Ecosystem as a whole may be
enhanced through an idealized and common rationale for collective behavior.
Mutual ethical understanding and norms for action should facilitate greater
cooperation between the Parties and demonstrate their intent to pursue the


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































 ethical norms to guide human activity therein. Some philosophers are generating
systems of thinking which define the moral relationship of humans with collective
nonhuman life, including ecosystems. North American natives are alerting
nonnatives to long held values ofsustained utilization of natural resources and
socially structured relations with other—than—human beings. Religious
organizations are exploring stewardship and covenantal bases for responsible
human interaction with the rest of creation. Secular groups, governments and
industries are becoming increasingly interested in ethical norms as vehicles for
bringing about environmentally compatible behavior. Foundations are funding
major studies on ecosystem-related ethics. Finally, polls and surveys indicate
that people value the environment and desire to live inharmony as an integral
part of nature. Following are examples of these indicators.
Academic Indicators
Serious philosophical inquiry into fundamental assumptions about the role of
humankind in the natural environment has been ongoing since the early 19705,
paralleling an expansion of scientific knowledge and public consciousness about
the human capacity to degrade the natural environment. Though traditional
systems of moral thought have been applied in addressing the environment (for
example, natural rights and natural law theories, which tend to establish a moral
hierarchy of beings with the human species in a position of superiority, and
utilitarianism, which postulates the moral good as that end bringing about the
most happiness for the greatest number of people), this thinking has centered
primarily around the relationships among humans in their use of natural
resources. Some scholars have found this reasoning intellectually inadequate,
particularly in light of increasing knowledge about the human capacity to
seriously alter biological life, to bring about the extinction of species, and to
threaten the very survival of ecosystems and the biosphere.
Thus, some normative philosophers have deviated from human-centered or
anthropocentric ethics by exploring the moral relationship between humans and
nonhuman life and between humans and natural systems. Among the challenges
to anthropocentric ethics are animal rights and animal liberation theories11
which establish human obligations to individual nonhuman animals because of the
latter's intrinsic worth. Animals must be treated as ends in themselves and not
merely as means for human use or exploitation according to these theories.
Other new approaches to moral systems include more holistic thinking about
human obligations to biological systems such as ecosystems and the larger
biosphere. Some of these scholarly endeavors have strong roots in American
Indian land wisdom, in Aldo Leopold's land ethic, in Albert Schweitzer's concept
of reverence for life, and in Judeo—Christian tenets of stewardship and the
covenantal relationship of all creation with the Creator. Because these patterns
of thinking are particularly relevant to the articulation of an ethic for the Great
Lakes Basin Ecosystem, they will be discussed briefly.
Recent analyses of ethnographic observations, ethnohistory and
ethnolinguistic narratives by Richard K. Nelson, Calvin Martin, and Thomas W.
Overholt and J. Baird Callicott, respectively, indicate that distinct kinds of land
wisdom existed among at least some native American people prior to cultural
disruptions by white settlers12 which may serve as a model for an ecosystem
ethic. This land wisdom was demonstrated by practices of sustained utilization
of natural resources and maintenance of a socially structured and respectful
relationship with nonhuman life.13 Thus, these native people were able to keep a
balance between themselves and the natural world of which they considered




















on native American indicators.




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































of air, water, land, and all living organism."54
This is not the first time that Canada has recognized the need for an ethical
basis for its approach to environmental matters. An ethic was proposed by the
Canadian Environmental Council in 1974 which stresses the harmony and stability
of natural systems and the necessity for humans to live within the constraints of
these systems. This ethic deals not only with interhuman relationships but also
with relationships between humankind and the rest of the natural world. The
proposed Canadian ethic was seen as a sharp contrast to the ethic of "dominance
10
and perpetual progress" which has "shaped and directed western man's
relationship with the natural environment" and which "holds the seeds of disaster"
for humankind.55
The need for an environmental ethic has also been acknowledged in the
United States. President George Bush has indicated that "one goal of [his]
presidency would be to lead America toward a greater 'conservation ethic' —— a
greater understanding that a clean and protected environment is essential to our
public health, to our continued enjoyment of the outdoors, to our economic
development, and ultimately to our quality of life. Most important, we owe it to
our children and grandchildren to leave them a planet that is better than we
found it."55 Furthermore, the Environmental Protection Agency has devoted a
major part of an issue of the m Journal to exploring the nature and extent of
an environmental ethic in the nation.57
Recognizing that governments worldwide must address the human—
environment relationship from an ethical perspective, a "World Charter for
Nature" has been adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations." This
statement conveys a philosophical foundation for respecting nature and stipulates
thirteen basic principles for nations individually and in cooperation with one
another to follow in guiding and judging human conduct which affects the
environment. The document may be of particular interest to the Commission if
it opts to commence the development of an ethic for functioning in the Great
Lakes Basin Ecosystem.
Industry Indicators
Interest in conceptualizing an ethical basis for corporate functioning in the
Great Lakes region has also surfaced within the industrial sector. For example,
Dow Chemical Company has developed an environmental policy based on the
concept of stewardship." Guidelines have been enumerated for demonstrating
this commitment, and responsibility for achieving the stewardship objective has
been placed within management and explicitly required of each Dow employee.
Foundation Indicators
Other important indications of a growing interest in the application of ethics
to the environment are research projects underway through sponsorship by major
foundations in Canada and the United States. The National Science Foundation in
the United States has funded a significant project through which a zoologist and a
philosopher of science will examine two normative concepts in ecology ——
"balance of nature" and "community" —- and assess the consequences of using
these two concepts.“0
Concomitantly, the Canadian Federation of the Humanities has been
awarded a grant by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council to
identify projects relevant to major national needs in environmental ethic‘s.‘1
This kind of attention focusing on human morality and the natural world further














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































alterations needed in the ethic would subsequently be cleared with the original
philosophers to assure consistency in thought process.













plethora of means can and should be instituted to internalize the ethic and apply
it at all levels of individual and collective decision-making which impact the
Great Lakes Basin Ecosystem.
Conclusion
A groundswell appears to exist toward the codification of ethical principles
to guide human functioning in the Great Lakes Basin Ecosystem.
Diverse efforts
pertaining to an ecosystem ethic have already been initiated by academicians,
native peoples, religious and secular organizations, governments, industry and
foundations.
By building upon these endeavors to create a Great Lakes code of
ethics, the Commission may generate the cooperation that is essential from all
sectors of society to restore and sustain the integrity of the Ecosystem as
envisioned in the Agreement and amendments thereto.
A series of highly public steps is recommended for developing an ecosystem
ethic: a roundtable to initiate the drafting by philosophers of an ethic based on
the ecosystem approach conceptualized in the Agreement; a series of workshops
involving a diversity of interests in the topic to assure the clarity and adequacy
of the ethic; a public survey designed to test the compatibility of the ethic with
the moral thinking of the people basin—wide; review by suborganizations of the
Commission; and, finally, adoption by the Commission.
Many accomplished people throughout the Ecosystem are prepared to assist
the Commission in this endeavor.
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